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            ONE

         
 
         Jed Law caught the unmistakable smell of trouble the moment he reined up on the outskirts of Buffalo Crossing in south-west Texas. Big-framed and tall, he was no stranger to trouble for he had rubbed shoulders with it for seven years in his job as a State deputy marshal – his plain nickel-silver shield-shaped badge pinned to his shirt under his leather vest. He probed the wide, dusty street with keen brown eyes, right hand resting on the black butt of his holstered Colt .45, and noticed immediately that there were no loungers in the scant shadows along the street, which was unusual in the early afternoon, and he suspected that the bad situation he had been told about back at headquarters was responsible for their absence.
         
 
         His information had been slight – no more than that rustling had started a range war between Ben Rutherford, who owned Circle R, and Seth Geest of Big G – and the fact that men were already dead had brought him post-haste to the edge of Buffalo Crossing, primed for action and ready to go to work. He worked closely with the Texas Rangers on occasion, and they had passed on information that Butch Rainey, the notorious cattle thief, was at work in the area with his Mexican counterpart Pancho Vasquez – who between them handled most of the rustling north and south of the Mexican border.
         
 
         The afternoon sun was high in the cloudless blue vault of the heavens and heat packed the town with ceaseless torture. Law lifted his left hand and pushed back his dusty Stetson to wipe sweat from his brow. He spotted a saloon on the right, about halfway along the street, and moistened his lips as thirst was kindled by the thought of a cool glass of beer, but the sense of impending trouble prickled in his mind like a burr under a saddle blanket – he could feel the pressure of it, and curbed his need and steeled himself to think of duty before pleasure.
 
         The grating of wheels attracted his attention and his head jerked around as he looked over his broad shoulder at the buggy coming along the trail from the west. A young woman was driving the buggy with a much older man seated beside her. Law dragged himself from his thoughts and admiration momentarily softened the harsh lines of his angular face. The girl was something to look at with her lithe figure snug in a black dress and a small black Stetson perched atop a mass of blonde hair. Her face was beautiful despite the deep frown marring her features. She was in her early twenties, Law judged, and the sight of her pleased him immensely, although she presented a sombre picture in her black garb. Then he noticed a .38 Remington in a holster of the gunbelt buckled around her slim waist and his thoughts returned to duty.
         
 
         The girl’s companion had the look of a prosperous rancher about him. Dressed in good range clothes, his weathered face was set in harsh lines, and Law noted that the man had his right arm bound up in a rough sling that was spattered with dried blood, and there were ugly bruises on his features.
         
 
         Law tipped his hat as the girl passed by and, for a moment, her narrowed blue eyes met his before flickering to take in details of his appearance, but she gave no sign of acknowledgement and went on into the street, her shoulders stiff. Law got the impression that she was burdened with the troubles of the whole world, and the physical condition of her companion bore out his suspicion.
 
         He touched spurs to the dun and followed along the street. There were two horses standing at a hitching rail on the left, in front of a hotel, and a tall man dressed in a dark blue store suit emerged from the building as the girl neared it. She had been reining in towards the sidewalk until she saw the man, and then hauled on her reins and whipped the horse to move away, but the newcomer stepped down into the dust and lunged to grasp her reins, pulling the buggy to a halt. Law slowed his forward movement and continued at a walk.
         
 
         ‘Julie, what are you doing, coming into town like this?’ The man’s voice rasped unpleasantly, his tone laced with anger. He was in his late twenties, broad shouldered and tough-looking, and had a low slung pistol nestling on his right hip in a tied-down holster on a black leather cartridge belt. His heavy features were scowling and he was displeased to see her, his thick lips twisted in a snarl, his dark eyes filled with a bad-humoured glitter.
         
 
         ‘Are you telling me that I can’t come into town now?’ she demanded in a high-pitched tone. ‘You stood by while my brother was killed, but you’re ready to throw your weight around me. Well it won’t work, Crowley. I’m not scared of you, and you’ll have to kill me to stop me doing anything I want.’
 
         ‘I’m only concerned that you’ll find more trouble than you can handle,’ Crowley replied. ‘You don’t have any more sense than Dave did, and I’m thinking that’ll bring you the same trouble he found. It won’t matter that you’re a girl, and you should start using your common sense after what happened to your brother.’
 
         ‘I don’t need any advice from a bully like you. Call yourself a law man! Take your hand off my reins and get out of my sight. Your face is more than I can bear at the moment. Pa needs to see the doctor real bad, and no one is gonna stop us doing what we have to, so stand clear and mind your own business.’
 
         ‘What’s wrong with your father?’ Crowley had got around to looking at the man in the buggy, who had not moved or given any indication of having heard what was said.
 
         ‘What do you think? Geest’s hard cases showed up at the Circle R this morning – Tog Doughty and Hawk Bassell with three other bullies – they threatened Pa before beating him badly, and they had the nerve to tell us to quit Circle R by tomorrow morning.’
         
 
         ‘So what’s the problem? Do like you’re told and there won’t be any trouble.’
 
         ‘I didn’t expect you to have any sympathy for us.’ The raw emotion in the girl’s voice made Law squirm in his saddle. ‘All you ever do is stand by and watch while greedy men break the law on all sides. You’re useless as a deputy. You can’t do the job you’re paid for. I sometimes wonder if you’re working with the bad men.’
 
         ‘Geest figures he’s got proof that your outfit have been rustling his stock so he’s got a right to get tough with you.’ Crowley shrugged his heavy shoulders. ‘I can’t do a thing unless I see the law being broken. My hands are tied.’
 
         The girl swung her whip and lashed out at Crowley, who shrugged and released the reins. She turned the whip on the horse and the buggy went on. Law followed at a walk, reaching Crowley in time to hear him muttering in an undertone but unable to make out what the deputy said. Crowley looked up at him, and then dropped a hand to his holstered gun. Law spotted a silver deputy sheriff star on Crowley’s shirt front, which was half-hidden by the lapel of his jacket.
 
         ‘Say, you’re a stranger!’ Crowley sounded surprised and his voice grated with belligerence as a glint appeared in his mean brown eyes.
 
         ‘I won’t let that worry me if you don’t,’ Law responded.
 
         ‘It’s my business to find out what you’re doing, showing up here. You got the look of a gun hand about you. Who sent for you, or are you a drifter looking for a job? There’s nothing but hard cases showing up in town, all moving in because they’ve got a smell of the trouble we’re getting.’
         
 
         ‘You won’t have any more success with me than you had with that girl,’ Law responded, and saw anger flash into Crowley’s dark eyes. ‘Who is she, anyway?’
 
         ‘Julie Rutherford. Say, what’s it to you? You better keep your nose out of local business. It ain’t safe to butt in where you ain’t wanted.’ Crowley scowled, his prominent chin thrust out. ‘I’m gonna keep an eye on you, mister, so don’t step outa line. If you ain’t got business around here then keep riding and get outa town.’
 
         ‘I’ve got business here,’ Law responded. He took a searching look at Crowley’s fleshy face, noted a star-shaped scar on the left cheek just under the eye, and something clicked in his mind. He paused while he searched for an answer but nothing came and he touched spurs to his dun, loping along the centre of the street to get closer to the buggy.
         
 
         Julie Rutherford was pulling in close to the sidewalk in front of the bank and, as she stepped down from the buggy, a man emerged from a nearby alley and approached her quickly. She did not see him, her first awareness of his presence being when he grasped her left arm and spun her around to face him.
         
 
         Law dismounted from his high saddle and wrapped his reins around the hitching rail in front of the bank. He slapped dust from his clothes, eased the gun belt around his waist, and slipped the retaining strap off the hammer of his Colt .45. At two inches over six feet in height he was a big man and his brown eyes glinted as he listened to the harsh voice of the man addressing the girl.
         
 
         ‘What’s wrong with your father, Julie?’
 
         ‘Ask Doughty or Bassell. They beat him up this morning. We’ve been told to up stakes and pull out for other parts.’
 
         ‘That’s the way they treat rustlers around here. But it wouldn’t have happened if you’d let me take you under my wing. I would have kept the wolves off your necks. You’re too stubborn for your own good, you know. But I guess that runs in the family, huh? What are you doing here today? I thought you were burying Dave.’
         
 
         ‘How long do you think it takes to put a man in the ground?’ she demanded bitterly. ‘Stay away from me, Leroy Cooper. What I just told Crowley applies to you, only more so. You’re nothing but a low-down gunnie, running around with that thug Chance Geest, and you don’t fool me even though you pulled the wool over Dave’s eyes and involved him in that cattle-raising scheme.’
 
         ‘I saw you speaking to Crowley. What was he saying to you? You know you don’t have to take any notice of him.’
 
         ‘He gave me the usual guff, and then some, warning me off, but I’m through listening to him. Anyone wants to get their hands on Circle R will have to kill me like they did Dave. I’m through backing down, and I’m gonna make my stand here and now, come hell or high water.’
         
 
         ‘That’s stupid talk, and you know it. Do you think the killers will care that you’re a girl? And why you think I had anything to do with Dave’s death beats me. What put that idea into your head in the first place? I’m on your side, if you did but know it. And I don’t like the way you keep bleating about me being responsible for the trouble that’s come to this range. If you say it often enough then folk will begin to believe there’s some truth in it. Why don’t you ease off and let me take care of you, Julie? You know I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you.’
 
         ‘I’d rather take on a snake as a partner before considering you, Leroy! You and Chance Geest! You haven’t done a day’s work in your lives. All you can think about is raising hell.’ The girl’s voice shook with anger and she struggled to get free of Cooper’s grip but he held her easily, grinning at her ineffectual resistance. ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? Geest’s riders showed up this morning, and warned us off.’
         
 
         ‘So Big G’s outfit hammer you and you blame everyone else for your trouble! That don’t make sense, Julie. If you just say the word I’ll take on Geest’s outfit.’
 
         ‘Is this man bothering you, miss?’ Law rapped.
 
         The girl turned to look at him, frowning, and the man froze and glanced over his shoulder at Law, his expression changing quickly to anger.
 
         ‘Who in hell are you?’ he snarled. ‘What for are you butting in?’
 
         ‘The lady doesn’t appear to want your attention,’ Law responded. ‘Take your hand off her or I’ll do it for you.’
         
 
         ‘You better get outa here before you trip over your long nose.’ Cooper’s handsome face turned ugly and his dark eyes glittered as he dropped a hand to his holstered pistol. ‘What’s your business in town?’
 
         ‘Do like I say and I’ll answer your question,’ Law said quietly.
 
         ‘The hell you will! Have you hired him, Julie?’
 
         ‘I’ll hire him on the spot if he can use that gun he’s wearing,’ she replied hotly. ‘How about it, mister? Are you looking for a gun job?’
 
         ‘I can hold my own in any situation,’ Law said grimly. ‘What’s your outfit, miss?’
 
         ‘Circle R. We haven’t hired any gunnies yet, but my brother’s murder has changed things. It’s time we started arming and defending what we have.’
 
         ‘I’d admire to work for you,’ Law said.
 
         ‘Then you’re hired, and your first chore is to put this two-bit thug in his place. Teach him to keep his hands off me.’
 
         ‘You heard the boss.’ Law did not change his stance but his manner hardened imperceptibly and a tense expression settled on his face. ‘Get the hell out of here, Cooper. The next time you reckon to bother the boss you’ll have to go through me.’
 
         ‘Why you—!’ Cooper spluttered in fury and backed off a step, his right hand twitching convulsively as he released the girl. The next instant he made a play for his holstered gun, and he was fast. He grasped his gun butt and the weapon slid smoothly upward, rasping out of greased leather. But he halted the movement an instant before clearing his holster, for Law was holding his .45 in his hand, cocked and ready for action, the black hole of his muzzle gaping at Cooper’s chest.
         
 
         ‘Jeez!’ Cooper opened the fingers of his right hand and his pistol fell to the ground.
 
         ‘You got some sense at any rate,’ Law observed. ‘But if you reckon my draw was a fluke we can start again. Or you can get to hell out of here. All you got to do is turn around and beat it. I’ll leave your gun lying and you can come back when we’ve gone.’
 
         Leroy shook his head, discomfited by the speed of Law’s draw. He took a deep breath and then exhaled noisily before turning on his heel and returning to the alley from which he had emerged.
 
         Law uncocked his pistol and slid it back into its holster. Julie was gazing at him in shock.
 
         ‘What have I done?’ she muttered, shaking her head. ‘This is madness! Would you have shot Leroy if he had cleared leather?’
 
         ‘Sure thing. He would have shot me. But I’m aware that you acted on the spur of the moment, miss, so your offer of a job is not accepted.’
 
         ‘You haven’t done yourself any favours by outdrawing Leroy, and you can bet he’ll be waiting for you somewhere, when the odds will be in his favour.’
         
 
         ‘We’d better get your father to the doctor,’ Law cut in. ‘He looks real bad hurt. Leave me to worry about what I might or might not have to do. From what I’ve heard already, you’ve got rather more on your plate than you can handle. Go ahead and do what you have to and I’ll be around to ease the way for you. We’ll get your pa fixed up, and then we can relax and talk over your problems. I have business to handle around here so I can’t take a job with you. But I’ll see you through your present difficulties.’
         
 
         ‘Help me get Pa out of the buggy. Doc Rouse’s office is just past that alley.’
 
         Law helped Ben Rutherford out of the buggy. The rancher seemed only half aware of his surroundings, and Law noted several bad bruises on the man’s forehead and right temple that could only have been caused by a vicious pistol-whipping. He slid his left shoulder into Rutherford’s right armpit, took his weight, and half-carried him across the sidewalk, preceded by Julie, who opened the door of the doctor’s office and led the way inside.
         
 
         Easing Rutherford into a chair, Law remained in the background while Julie spoke to the doctor’s receptionist, a small, middle-aged lady who arose from her desk and came to examine the rancher.
 
         ‘What on earth happened to Ben, Julie? Was he thrown from his horse? He should be in bed, not bumping around over half the countryside to get here. Doc would have come out to the Circle R if you’d sent for him.’
 
         ‘Some Big G bullies showed up at the ranch this morning and did this to Pa,’ Julie said. ‘They told us to be off the ranch by sun-up tomorrow.’
 
         Law moved to the window overlooking the street and glanced around. He could see Crowley, the deputy sheriff, talking to two riders who had just arrived in town. The riders came on along the street and Law watched them, noting their appearance. Both were heavily armed and had much about them that bespoke of their business. They were gun men, and looked to be on the prod as they reined up beside the buggy and dismounted to stand chatting beside it.
         
 
         ‘Julie, come take a look at two riders outside,’ Law said easily.
 
         She came to his side and a gasp escaped her as she glanced through the window.
 
         ‘They’re Big G riders. That’s Hawk Bassell in the red shirt, and the other is Art Riley! They were out at our spread this morning with others, and Bassell was the one who beat up Pa.’ Julie dropped her hand to the butt of her .38. ‘I’ll kill them for what they did to Pa!’
 
         ‘I don’t think so.’ Law lifted her pistol from its holster and thrust it into his waistband. ‘Stay in here with your father and I’ll go out and see what’s doing.’
 
         He opened the door and went out to the sidewalk. Both men by the buggy turned to look at him. Bassell was big with plenty of flesh on his tall frame. He was wearing a pistol in a tied-down holster on his right thigh, and his hand dropped to the butt of the weapon as he gazed at Law. Riley was a medium-sized man, but broad in the shoulders, and powerfully set up.
 
         ‘Bassell and Riley,’ Law said, moving to the edge of the sidewalk and looking down at the tough pair.
 
         ‘Who in hell are you?’ Bassell demanded. ‘I ain’t seen you around before. How’d you know us?’
 
         ‘Julie Rutherford hired me about five minutes ago. She’s in the doc’s office with her father, and pointed you two out to me. I’m standing up for Circle R, so you’re gonna have to deal with me in future. Now about that message you gave Ben Rutherford this morning, and the beating you handed out to him. What was it again? I’d like to hear it so there’s no mistake.’
         
 
         A silence ensued, and Law could tell by the expressions of both men that they were shocked by his confrontation. Riley began to edge away from Bassell, and Law drew his gun so fast that both men blinked in shock.
         
 
         ‘Let’s do this right,’ Law said quietly. ‘One at a time, get rid of your guns. Drop them in the dust. Then we’ll talk. You first, Bassell.’
 
         The gunman lifted his weapon clear of its holster, using thumb and forefinger only, and dropped it without protest, his face stiff with rage, but the steady .45 in Law’s hand discouraged resistance and he had the sense to obey. Not so Riley. The fingers of his right hand flexed and then were still.
 
         ‘Nobody takes my gun off me,’ Riley rasped.
 
         ‘OK.’ Law returned his Colt to its holster with a slick movement, and then remained still, his hand down at his side. ‘It’s your choice, Riley, so make your play.’
 
         Riley’s face underwent imperceptible changes of expression. He drew a deep breath and restrained it, and then his gun hand moved fast, dipping down and filling with his pistol. Law moved simultaneously. His Colt cleared greased leather and exploded deafeningly, the report echoing across the street, and a half-inch chunk of lead smacked dust from Riley’s shirt front.
         
 
         For a timeless instant, Riley stood immobile, his gun only half-drawn, his face proclaiming shock. Then he folded at the neck, waist and knees and sagged to the ground. Law stood motionless, his hard gaze upon Bassell as the raucous echoes of the deadly shot reverberated across the town.
 
         ‘You got the same choice,’ Law said quietly. ‘Pick up your gun if you’re so minded, and we’ll start over.’
 
         ‘Riley never had any sense,’ Bassell said hoarsely. ‘But me, I ain’t drawing against you, mister.’
 
         ‘Then get the hell out of here. Split the breeze out of town and don’t come back. I’ll kill you on sight if I set eyes on you again. Do you get the message or shall I repeat it?’
 
         Bassell gazed into Law’s eyes, and what he read there scared him off. He half-bent to pick up his gun but thought better of the action and straightened.
         
 
         ‘Beat it,’ Law rapped.
 
         Bassell went to his horse, swung into the saddle and rode back the way he had come. Law watched him, saw him ignore Crowley, who was watching from the front of the hotel and shouted a question at him as he went by. Bassell did not look left or right, but rode fast for other parts. Crowley stared after him for a moment, and then turned to face Law. He came along the street at a half-run, pistol in hand.
 
         Law watched the deputy. Crowley was not made for running, and was breathless by the time he reached Law. He halted, shoulders heaving, and the muzzle of his pistol was pointing downwards, as if he had forgotten that he was holding the weapon. He tried to speak but failed to do more than croak, and turned his attention to the inert Riley. He dropped to one knee, grasped the man’s shirt front and endeavoured to shake some response from him.
         
 
         ‘Stop that,’ Law rapped. ‘Can’t you see he’s dead?’
 
         Crowley pushed himself erect. His heavy face was pasty, his eyes wide in shock. He lifted his pistol, and Law erupted into action. He blocked Crowley’s gun with his left hand and slid his right foot forward half a pace as he whirled his shoulders and threw a solid right punch to the deputy’s head. His knuckles landed on the side of the jaw and Crowley went over backwards like an uprooted tree to crash into the dust and lie still.
 
         Law kicked Crowley’s pistol away, sending it skittering through the dust. He looked around the street and saw several men watching in the background, but no one had the nerve to come out into the open. Law sighed and dropped to one knee beside Crowley. He used the same tactics Crowley had used on Riley, grasping the deputy’s shirt front and shaking the man. Crowley groaned and his eyelids flickered. Law slapped Crowley’s face several times, and the big deputy returned to his senses.
         
 
         Law grinned as he stood up. Crowley scrambled to his feet and stood swaying, trying to regain his scattered wits. He dropped his right hand to his empty holster, and then saw his pistol lying several yards away. He rubbed his jaw and faced Law.
         
 
         ‘What in hell did you hit me for?’ he demanded. ‘I could jug you for assaulting a law officer.’
         
 
         ‘I could have shot you instead,’ Law said. ‘Would you have preferred that?’ He put his hand on his gun butt. ‘You’re not gonna jail me, Crowley. I’m a special deputy marshal from Amarillo, sent in to sort out this trouble you’ve got because you can’t or won’t handle it yourself. So back off and leave me to do what I have to.’
 
         He lapsed into silence and awaited Crowley’s reaction, ready to further humiliate the deputy if he had to. He had taken a hand in the game that was being played. The cards had been dealt before his arrival, and he had no choice but to make the best of it.
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